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The nuances of empathy 
by Damian E M Milton 
Baron-Cohen (2011) suggests that empathy can be defined by: 
 “ ? ? ?ŽƵƌĂďŝůŝƚǇƚŽŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇǁŚĂƚƐŽŵĞŽŶĞĞůƐĞŝƐƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐŽƌĨĞĞůŝŶŐ ?ĂŶĚƚŽƌĞƐƉŽŶĚƚŽƚŚĞŝƌƚŚŽƵŐŚƚƐ
ĂŶĚĨĞĞůŝŶŐƐǁŝƚŚĂŶĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞĞŵŽƚŝŽŶ ? ? 
ĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐƚŽƚŚĞŝŶĨůƵĞŶƚŝĂůƐƚƵĚǇďǇƚƚǁŽŽĚĞƚĂů ? ? ? ? ? ?ĂďŶŽƌŵĂůŝƚŝĞƐŝŶŵŽĚƵůĂƚŝŶŐŽŶĞ ?ƐǀŽŝĐĞ ?
a dearth of facial expression, pŽǀĞƌƚǇ ŝŶ ďŽĚŝůǇ ŐĞƐƚƵƌĞƐ ? ĂŶĚ  “an often curious impression of 
ǁŽŽĚĞŶŶĞƐƐ ? ?ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐĞĚƚŚĞĂƵƚŝƐƚŝĐĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ?dŚŝƐĚifference was seen as stemming from an 
inability to appreciate the expressive gestures of others, rather than a difficulty (for whatever 
reason) in the performance of said gestures (for instance, how such performances might become 
compromised by sensory overload and stress). 
 “ ? ? ?ŶŽĂƵƚŝƐƚŝĐĂĚŽůĞƐĐĞŶƚĞǀĞƌƵƐĞĚĞǆƉƌĞƐƐŝǀĞŐĞƐƚƵƌĞƐ ? ? 
Much research regarding the recognition of emotions in others, including that of Attwood et al. 
(1988) and Baron-Cohen (2011) base their work on the idea that basic emotions are a universally 
expressed and understood phenomenon across cultures.  However, in recent years this notion has 
come under more scrutiny, particularly from Barrett (2012).  She suggests that how one interprets 
emotional expressions is far more socially conditioned and situated, than traditionally had been 
recognised.  The false-belief tasks utilised by Baron-Cohen and followers has also been widely 
criticised, most recently by Peterson et al. (2013) who compared the awareness of other minds 
demonstrated in a competitive game scenario to that of the Sally-Ann test.  They found that only 
13% of their autistic participants passed the latter test, whilst 74% of the same participants passed 
the former. 
 “dŚŝƐĨŝŶĚŝŶŐĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞƐƚŚĂƚŵĂŶǇĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶǁŝƚŚĂƵƚŝƐŵǁŚŽĨail motivationally barren standard 
ĨĂůƐĞďĞůŝĞĨƚĞƐƚƐĐĂŶƐƉŽŶƚĂŶĞŽƵƐůǇƵƐĞdŽDƚŽƚƌĂĐŬƚŚĞŝƌƐŽĐŝĂůƉĂƌƚŶĞƌƐ ?ďĞůŝĞĨƐŝŶƚŚĞĐŽŶƚĞǆƚŽĨĂ
ĐŽŵƉĞƚŝƚŝǀĞŐĂŵĞ ? ? 
In her blog, autistic writer Rachel Cohen-Rottenburg (2012) suggests that the idea that autistics lack 
empathy is a myth.  She suggests that much of what is considered a lack of empathy is based on the 
performance of expressed empathy, with non-normative expressions being deemed as a deficit in 
functioning located in the individual.  She suggests that she is rather more sensitive and reflexive 
regarding her own expressions toward others: 
 “/ Ăŵ ƐĞŶƐŝƚŝǀĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĨĂĐƚ ƚŚĂƚ Ă ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞ ƚŚĂƚ ŵŝŐŚƚ ǁŽƌŬ ĨŽƌ ŽŶĞ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ŵŝŐŚƚ ŶŽƚ ǁŽƌŬ ĨŽƌ
ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ? ? 
She states that she struggles with the reading of non-verbal cues, yet not when in the company of 
other autistics, nor with people she had got to know over a period of time, suggesting an intuitive 
understanding of the communication preferences of people of similar disposition.  Similarly, Smukler 
(2005) pointed out that failures in social communication between autistic and non-autistic people 
are seen as located within the autistic person, rather than in an interactive breakdown between the 
two parties, which would be assumed in relationships non-autistic people have with one another.  A 
point that I also suggested myself in an article I wrote last year (Milton, 2012). 
ĂŵĞƌŽŶ ? ? ? ? ? ?ƵƐĞƐƚŚĞƚĞƌŵ ?ĚǇƐƉĂƚŚǇ ?ƚŽŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚŚŽǁĞŵƉĂƚŚǇŝƐŽĨƚĞŶďůŽĐŬĞĚŽƌƌĞƐŝƐƚĞĚďǇ
people.  She suggests that when looking at social interaction, one also has to take into account 
 ?ĚǇƐƉĂƚŚŝĐ ?ŝŶƐƚĂŶĐĞƐ ?ǁŚŝĐŚŝŶŚŝďŝƚŽƌƐĐƌĞĞŶŽƵƚĞŵŽƚŝŽŶĂůĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶƐƚŽŽƚŚĞƌƐ ?ĂŵĞƌŽŶĐŝƚĞƐĂ
number of recent studies using fMRI scanning that suggest that there is a bias towards in-group 
ŵĞŵďĞƌƐŝŶ ?ĂƵƚŽŵĂƚŝĐ ?ĞŵƉĂƚŚǇ ?^ƵĐŚĨŝŶĚŝŶŐƐƐƵƉƉŽƌƚƚŚĞĞĂƌůŝĞƌƐŽĐŝĂůƉƐǇĐŚŽůŽŐŝĐĂůƚŚĞŽƌŝĞƐŽĨ
Billig (1985) and Tajfel (1981), which found that people felt increasing emotional connection to those 
ĚĞĞŵĞĚǁŝƚŚŝŶƚŚĞŝƌƐŽĐŝĂů ?ŝŶ-ŐƌŽƵƉ ? ?ǁŚŝůƐƚƐƚĞƌĞŽƚǇƉŝŶŐ ?ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞƌƐ ?. 
 “/ĨǁĞǁĞƌĞƚŽďĞĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĂůůǇƚƵŶŝŶŐŝŶƚŽŽƚŚĞƌƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐĞŵŽƚŝŽŶƐ ?ǁĞǁŽƵůĚďĞ perpetually anxious 
or exhilarated, and very quickly exhausted. We must therefore have very efficient inhibitory 
mechanisms that screen out most of the emotional empathy being carried out by our brains, without 
us even noticing. ? ?ĂŵĞƌŽŶ ? ? ? ? ? ? ? 
tŚŝůƐƚǁŽƌŬŝŶŐŽŶƚŚŝƐĂƌƚŝĐůĞ/ŚĂƉƉĞŶĞĚƵƉŽŶĂƉŽƐƚŽŶƚŚĞ/ŶƚĞƌŶĞƚƌĞŐĂƌĚŝŶŐ ?ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁƚŝƉƐ ?ĂŶĚ
ŚŽǁƚŽ  ?ŵĂƐƚĞƌŶŽŶ-ǀĞƌďĂůĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?dƵƌŶĞƌ ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ŵŽŶŐƐƚƚŚĞƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ were to: not 
over-think questions posed, not to become distracted, to demonstrate confidence, have excellent 
body posture, keep eye contact and a calm demeanour, avoid fidgeting, and at the same time as all 
of this, pay attention to the non-verbal signals of the interviewer. 
 “dŚĞƐĞ ŶĞƌǀŽƵƐ ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚƐ ĂŶĚ ĨŝĚŐĞƚƐ ŵĂǇ ďĞ Ă ƐŝŐŶ ŽĨĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ ĨƌŽŵ ƵŶĐĞƌƚĂŝŶƚǇ ŝŶ ǇŽƵƌ
ƋƵĂůŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐƚŽůǇŝŶŐĂďŽƵƚƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ? ?
If this is how such expressions and bodily gestures can be interpreted by NTs, then can the lack of 
empathy really be located in the autistic mind alone? I seriously doubt it, which is why I have 
ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐůǇ ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ Ă  ?ĚŽƵďůĞ ĞŵƉĂƚŚǇ ƉƌŽďůĞŵ ?  ?DŝůƚŽŶ ?  ? ? ? ? ? ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ ƚǁŽ
parties, that both parties struggle to interpret the expressions of people with divergent dispositions 
from their own. 
 “/ƚŚŝŶŬƚŚĞǇĂƌĞũƵƐƚĂƐďĂĚĂƚƌĞĂĚŝŶŐƵƐĂƐǁĞĂƌĞĂƚƌĞĂĚŝŶŐƚŚĞŵ ?ŝƚ ?ƐũƵƐƚƚŚĂƚďĞĐĂƵƐĞƚŚĞǇ ?ƌĞƚŚĞ
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